Patients' decisions about continuing with therapy in chronic illness: a study of hyperbaric oxygen therapy in multiple sclerosis.
The criteria which may be employed by chronically ill people in their decision about whether to continue with therapy were investigated in the context of a clinical trial of hyperbaric oxygen therapy for multiple sclerosis. An open-ended question about reasons for continuing or discontinuing treatment obtained data from 48 trial participants on completion of the trial and six months later. Physical factors were the most commonly cited reasons for continuing treatment; stabilization of the condition was mentioned as well as improvement. Lack of effectiveness was more commonly given as a reason to stop therapy six months after the trial. Social and practical reasons were also cited as reasons for discontinuing therapy and there was implicit evidence of a high level of social support enabling patients to continue therapy. Most problems appeared to have surfaced by the end of the trial. Epistemological reasons provided rationales for the decisions taken and referred particularly to the time required to make an informed judgement about the effectiveness of treatment. Personal experience and knowledge of the effects of hyperbaric oxygen on others were more significant to the decision than anticipation of the trial's formal results. The participants in the trial were sophisticated and responsible decision-makers even though their judgements would not always have coincided with medical opinion.